Association of Junior Colleges did change its name to the American Association of Community
Colleges.
The original goal of two-year colleges was to prepare students, through an associate's degree (AD) program, to transfer to a four-year college. Over time, the purpose evolved to include workforce training programs, schooling toward certification in areas such as nursing and other profes sions, and adult continuing education classes. A more recent development is that some community colleges now offer bachelor's degrees in a number of fields.
However, there are big differences across states in how the community college system is used. Rouse (1998) found evidence suggesting that states tend to focus their resources on either a community college or a four-year college system. California has the largest network of the former; 66 percent of the state's current undergraduates attend community colleges. In contrast, only 16 J oliet Junior College (Joliet, Illinois), the oldest community college in the nation, was founded in 1901. Since then, community colleges have become increasingly important for the U.S. education and training system. Today, 11.5 million students (6.5 million of whom are studying for college credits) are enrolled in almost 1,200 community colleges, according to the American Association of Community Colleges. Community college students constitute a remarkable 46 percent of all U.S. undergraduates.
The term "junior college" originally referred to any two-year, postsecondary school. Over the last few decades, the term "community college" became more popular to describe public two-year institutions as it better conveys the mission of these colleges to serve their local communities. This distinction was not prevalent before the 1980s and the two terms are still often used interchangeably. However, in 1992 the American percent of undergraduates in Nevada and Vermont are enrolled in community colleges. 1 Among the states within the Federal Reserve System's Eighth District (which consists of all of Arkansas and parts of Missouri, Mississippi, Illinois, Indiana, Tennessee, and Kentucky) Illinois and Mississippi have the largest proportion of undergraduates-about half-in community colleges. Indiana has the lowest percentage-19 percent. Table 1 summarizes enrollment statistics for the Eighth District states.
For many individuals, community colleges represent a unique opportunity to receive a postsecondary education and improve their economic status. Community colleges thus serve as a path to upward economic mobility for a large part of the population. Given the significant role community colleges in U.S. higher education, it is important to have as much information as possible about community college students, their goals, educational choices, and outcomes. This paper concentrates on several of these topics and attempts to present a comprehensive picture of community college education. In particular, it addresses the following questions:
• What are the advantages of community colleges compared with traditional fouryear colleges?
• Do students attending community colleges differ from students at traditional four-year colleges?
• What are the economic returns of attending a community college?
• What are the intentions of community college students with regard to their educational objectives?
• Does starting postsecondary education at a community college affect a person's chances of obtaining a bachelor's degree and postgraduate education?
• Do students who attended a community college and received an AD before obtaining a bachelor's degree have different educational and labor market outcomes than those who did not have an AD before obtaining a bachelor's degree?
The paper reviews the existing literature on community college education. In addition, it offers new evidence on the returns to attaining an AD and uses the National Survey of College Graduates (NSCG) to carefully analyze the differences in a variety of educational and economic outcomes between individuals who started their postsecondary education at community colleges and those who started at four-year institutions. 2
ADVANTAGES OF COMMUNITY COLLEGES
Compared with a traditional four-year college, a community college has several important advantages for students. To begin, the open admission policy makes it easier for students to enroll regardless of their prior academic record.
Attending community colleges costs less because of lower tuition and other fees than those at four-year colleges. Community college students on average paid $2,017 in tuition and fees for the 2006-07 academic year, which is less than half the amount for students in public four-year universities ($5,685 ) and only about one-tenth of the tuition and fees for students in private fouryear universities ($20,492) , according to the U.S. Department of Education. Table 2 presents a comparison of tuition costs and other fees for the Federal Reserve's Eighth District. Mississippi has the lowest tuition among the states of the Eighth District. Attending a fouryear private college in Mississippi costs $12,300 per year on average. Attending a four-year public college costs significantly less: $4,457 per year. Community college tuition in Mississippi is $1,709 per year. Even the state with the highest community college tuition in the District, Indiana, charges only $2,713 per year. In comparison, tuition at a private four-year college in Indiana costs on average $22,060 per year. Illinois has the highest tuition for four-year public universities in the District ($8,038) .
In addition, most community college students live at home, thus saving the added room and board expenses incurred by students at other institutions. Finally, community colleges offer a more flexible curriculum, and their schedules include evening and weekend classes, which gives students an opportunity to attend college while working full-time.
Community College Students
The population of community college students is diverse and differs from the typical population at four-year colleges. Community college populations have 60 percent white, 15 percent black, 2 The latest available data are used throughout the paper, which means that time periods may vary between different sections of the paper. and 14 percent Hispanic students. 3 Forty-one percent of community college students are males. In comparison, students attending four-year colleges are more likely to be white (70 percent) and male (45 percent).
Because of the flexibility they offer and the relatively low monetary and time costs of attending, community colleges have more so-called nontraditional students than four-year colleges. Community college students are more likely to be older: 35 percent are 30 years old or older compared with 16 percent in four-year colleges. The average community college student is 28 years old, with a median age of 24. The corresponding ages for students in four-year colleges are 24 and 21 years.
Only 31 percent of community college students are enrolled full-time, in part because students attending community colleges are more likely to also be working. In contrast, 63 percent of students at four-year colleges are enrolled fulltime. Only 21.4 percent of all community college students do not work, compared with 30.5 percent at four-year colleges. Furthermore, 40.8 percent of community college students work full-time, compared with 22.8 percent of their four-year college counterparts.
More students in community colleges are firstgeneration college students than are students attending four-year colleges. More than 40 percent of the former have parents with only a high school education or less. In contrast, only 27 percent of four-year college students have parents with a high school education or less.
Not surprisingly, most community college students attend an institution close to their home. They live on average 40 miles away from the college they attend. In comparison, students at fouryear institutions attend colleges on average 230 miles away from their home. More than 95 percent of community college students attend colleges in their home states compared with 83 percent of students at four-year colleges.
LABOR MARKET RETURNS
What is the economic payoff to attending community college? The answer to this question is rather complicated, partly because of the lack of available data. Until 1990, the U.S. Census Bureau recorded only the number of years of education, making it impossible to identify individuals attending community college specifically. In the 1990 and 2000 U.S. censuses, the highest educational attainment was recorded instead of years of education. This makes it possible to focus on individuals with a completed AD. Still, this information does not make it possible to identify an institution students attended if they did not complete a degree.
Several available studies use different longitudinal survey data instead. Most of the surveys record data on various characteristics of respondents, starting with their teenage years and following them through the years. 4 One limitation of these studies is that, given the timeline of surveys, they include only students who enrolled in community college soon after graduating from high school.
Most studies found that students who attended community college, but did not complete a degree, earn 9 to 13 percent more than those with only a high school diploma. The estimation technique usually attempts to control for differences in academic preparation between the two groups as measured by test scores and class rank. Furthermore, researchers found an increase in annual earnings of 5 percent to 8 percent associated with each year of education at a community college. This finding is particularly interesting because it is similar to the return to a year of schooling in a four-year college. Jacobson, LaLonde, and Sullivan (2005) looked at a very different group-older, hightenure, displaced workers. Most retraining efforts for this group take place at community colleges. These researchers found that one year of community college schooling increases the long-term earnings of displaced workers by about 9 percent for men and about 13 percent for women com-pared with earnings for similar workers who did not attend community college. Another important fact reported by these authors is that technically oriented and math and science courses lead to a higher earnings payoff-about 14 percent for men and 29 percent for women-but less technically oriented courses yield very low and possibly zero returns.
RETURNS TO AN ASSOCIATE'S DEGREE
Another way to assess the value of a community college education is to determine how much more a person with an AD earns compared with a similar person with only a high school diploma. Separate studies by Kane and Rouse (1995) and Leigh and Gill (1997) estimated the labor market return to an AD is about 16 to 27 percent.
The much-larger dataset from the U.S. 2000 Census 5 affords answers to more detailed questions. For instance, are there differences in labor market returns to an AD between different demographic groups? Are the returns the same across different cities? Data also allow looking at the differentials in hourly wages rather than annual earnings.
The sample consists of men and women 25 to 55 years of age with an AD or a high school diploma who live either in the 20 largest metropolitan areas of the United States (including St. Louis) or in large metropolitan areas of the Eighth District (Memphis, Little Rock, and Louisville).
A simple matching estimator was used to calculate, for each metropolitan area j, the rate of return to an AD. Intuitively, people who have an AD were matched with those who do not but who have otherwise similar demographic characteristics. We can ask, then, how their wages differ. It is assumed that productivity, which translates into wages, is a function of education and age, since older workers tend to have more work experience.
More precisely, for an individual with age x = X in metropolitan area j, we would like to estimate the causal effect of an AD (AD = 1), the difference between the wage of an individual with an AD and his or her potential wage if formal education stopped at the high school level. Here, y 1 is the logarithm of the worker's wage if the individual has an AD, and y 0 is the logarithm of the worker's wage if the individual stops his or her education at high school. Of course, we cannot directly observe the second term in the above equation; we never observe what a person with an AD would have earned with only a high school education.
If, however, we are willing to eliminate selection problems by assumption (including the issue of ability bias that has received close attention in the literature), we have This equation simply means that the wages of a person with an AD, if he or she did not receive it, would have been the same as the wages of a similar person with a high school diploma. Thus, the mean return to an AD in a particular metropolitan area j, denoted as Δ͑j ͒, is where dF ͑x | j ͒ is the distribution of x in the metropolitan area.
In principle, Δ͑j ͒ might vary across cities simply because of differences in the age distributions in these cities. Such differences would be of little interest, so to "standardize" the estimates, I use the national cumulative distribution function of x and calculate where dF n ͑x ͒ is derived from the national data. 6 Δ X j E y x X AD j E y x X AD j , , 
This estimation is performed separately for men and women and for different racial groups. One immediate feature of the results is that, though the estimated average returns to an AD are consistent with other researchers' findings, there are significant differences among demographic groups (Tables 3 and 4) . Women of all races have higher returns to an AD than men do, which might be due to the fact that women are more likely to major in nursing and related health fields. The return to an AD also varies among racial groups. Hourly wages of white men with an AD are 18 percent higher than wages of white men who stopped their formal education at high school. 7 The same returns are much higher for black and Hispanic men-25 and 27 percent higher, respectively. Furthermore, the return to an AD is not the same across different cities in the United States. For example, white men with ADs are paid only 4 percent more than white high school graduates in Seattle but as much as 30 percent more in Miami. For Hispanic men, the return to an AD is 16 percent in Washington, D.C., but it is more than twice as much-39 percent-in Atlanta. Cross-city differentials for white women are not as large, but they are significant for minority women.
Tables 3 and 4 also present estimated returns to an AD in four large metropolitan areas of the Eighth District. White men with an AD earn on average 11 percent more in St. Louis, 16 percent more in Memphis, 22 percent more in Little Rock, and 18 percent more in Louisville than similar men with only a high school diploma. For black men, returns to an AD are 13 percent in St. Louis, Why is there such a large variation in returns to an AD across cities? Although no formal research has been done on this topic, possible explanations might be locational differences in labor market conditions and industrial composition.
DIFFERENT EDUCATIONAL PATHS
Community college students have various educational goals and intentions when they enter college. Although many plan to obtain an AD, some students enroll to take just a few classes to improve their skills or to become certified in a certain field. Some intend to transfer to a fouryear institution without any formal community college credentials.
This ability of community colleges to offer students many options provides a unique opportunity to obtain postsecondary education for many students who would not have it otherwise. On the other hand, because the educational objectives of students-and, thus, their paths-are so different, it is difficult to track their progress through college and to assess the effect of community college education on their educational attainment and labor market outcomes. The fact that most students attend community colleges part-time and take longer to complete their program makes the task even more complicated.
Critics of the community college system often point out that a significant proportion of community college students earn relatively few college credits. Kane and Rouse (1999) calculated that the majority of community college students complete one year or less and 35 percent complete only one semester of study or less. The study also showed that fewer than half of community college students complete any degrees. In particular, about 15 percent receive a certificate, 16 percent complete an AD, and another 16 percent eventually receive a bachelor's degree or higher. Kane and Rouse (1999) point out that, unlike their community college counterparts, almost 60 percent of four-year college entrants receive at least a bachelor's degree.
Does this mean that enrolling in a two-year college somehow reduces an individual's educational attainment? One view is that easy access to community college sidetracks students from a four-year college, where they are more likely to obtain a bachelor's degree. On the other hand, many nontraditional students who attend community college would not attend four-year colleges. For them, community colleges provide a chance for a postsecondary education they would not have had otherwise. Therefore, researchers argue, even if attending a community college instead of a four-year college might lower educational attainment for some students, more students have access to higher education, which raises overall educational attainment in society.
To better answer questions about the effect of community colleges on educational attainment, it is necessary to consider students' intentions toward their educational objectives together with their outcomes. The problem is a lack of reliable data that measure students' goals and preparation.
The U.S. Department of Education has attempted to study educational outcomes of community college students. Its report used data from several sources, including those tracking students over time (Hoachlande et al., 2003) . The study found that about 90 percent of students entering community college intended to obtain a formal credential or to transfer to a four-year college. One could argue that it is more reasonable to consider completion rates only for those who intended to obtain a degree in the first place. The report estimated that, depending on the data used, between 51 percent and 63 percent of these students had fulfilled their expectations within six to eight years after initial enrollment. In particular, about 11 percent had earned a certificate, 17 percent to 18 percent had earned an AD, 11 percent to 28 percent (depending on the data used) had attained a bachelor's degree or higher, and 12 percent to 13 percent had transferred to a four-year college without attaining a formal degree.
Keeping in mind that a primary goal of twoyear colleges is to prepare students to continue their studies at four-year institutions, it is particularly important to evaluate their transfer rates. The U.S. Department of Education (Hoachlande et al., 2003) report indicated that, overall, about 29 percent of community college students had transferred to four-year colleges. Interestingly, 51 percent of those who intended to complete a bachelor's degree when they first started had transferred. At the time data were collected, 80 percent of those who transferred either obtained a bachelor's degree or were still working toward it.
What about the students who left community college without any formal credential? This amounts to more than half of those who started classes. According to the report, about one-third of this group said that postsecondary education improved their salary. For 47 percent, attending community college led to increased job opportunities. About 43 percent reported improvement in job performance, and 47 percent said they had more job responsibilities.
Students who did receive a certificate or a degree were more likely to be satisfied with their outcomes. About 80 percent of them said their salaries had increased. Almost 85 percent reported having a better job or more responsibilities.
FROM A COMMUNITY COLLEGE TO A BACHELOR'S DEGREE
As discussed previously, even though community colleges initially were introduced to help prepare students for four-year colleges, fewer than a third of community college students transfer to four-year colleges. Still, it is important to compare the outcomes of students who transfer to a four-year institution with the outcomes of their counterparts who began at a four-year institution.
A recent study by Long and Kurlaender (2008) evaluates whether there is what the authors term a "community college penalty." The study uses a unique longitudinal dataset that includes everyone who entered Ohio public institutions of higher education in the fall of 1998 with follow-up over the next nine years. It provides information on students' high school preparation, entrance examinations, degree intentions, family background, college performance and, finally, degree completion. As long as students transfer between Ohio's public colleges and universities, they remain in the dataset. This makes it possible to track most students' progress from starting postsecondary education at a community college to receiving a bachelor's degree from a four-year college.
The study finds that there is indeed a "penalty" resulting from beginning postsecondary education at a community college. The rates of dropping out or "stopping out" without a degree are much higher for those who start at community colleges than for those who start at four-year institutions. For example, community college students were 36 percent less likely to obtain a bachelor's degree than similar students who started at four-year colleges.
One possible explanation for this result is that four-year college students start with an intention to graduate while community college students have different educational objectives. The study finds, however, that even community college students who expressed an intention to obtain a four-year bachelor's degree are significantly less likely to do so within nine years of starting their postsecondary studies. Only 26 percent of this group have a bachelor's degree nine years after starting their postsecondary education. To put it in perspective, 50 percent and 73 percent of those who start at nonselective and selective four-year institutions, respectively, obtain a bachelor's degree. In addition, students who start at community colleges have fewer total earned credits than students who start at four-year colleges.
The observed differences in educational outcomes may occur because of the differences between the students at two-year and four-year institutions. Demographic, family, and other characteristics of students who begin at community colleges differ from those of students who begin at four-year institutions. Such differences might lead to a selection bias of the estimates. However, the negative effect of starting postsecondary education at a community college remains even after adjusting for selection bias by controlling for students' race, gender, age, ability (measured by ACT scores), and family income. The authors find "a persistent community college penalty," but they suggest that "it is worth comparing the size of the penalty to the difference in costs at two-year versus four-year institutions."
LONG-TERM EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES
Few community college students go on to receive a bachelor's degree. Still, some successfully transfer to four-year colleges and obtain a bachelor's degree or higher. This section compares these individuals with those who start postsecondary education at traditional four-year colleges and analyzes their long-term educational outcomes.
The NSCG is a joint project of the U.S Census Bureau and the National Science Foundation. The 2003 survey included a sample of respondents to the 2000 Decennial Census long form who indicated they have a bachelor's degree or higher in any field of study. The survey collected detailed information about their education, current and past employment, current salary, and demographic characteristics. In particular, the dataset reports educational background characteristics, such as type of college attended, major field of study, number of degrees, and the highest degree received. Most importantly, for my purposes, it identifies respondents who have an AD or attended a community college. One shortcoming of these data, however, is a lack of family background information and ability measures.
Among people who have at least a bachelor's degree, 17 percent report having received an AD. (I assume here that they started their postsecondary education at a community college and, after receiving an AD, continued their education at a four-year college.) The rest of this section compares this group with the rest of the respondents with at least a bachelor's degree. 8 I start the comparison of the two groups by presenting some descriptive statistics. Table 5 reports the proportion of respondents with a bachelor's degree who either attended a community college or have an AD; this group is classified according to region of residence. 9 Between 14 and 20 percent of four-year college graduates have an AD, depending on the region. Bachelor's degree holders in the Pacific and South Atlantic regions are most likely to have an AD (20 percent and 18 percent, respectively), while New England residents with a bachelor's degree are least likely to have an AD (14 percent). As many as 58 percent of bachelor's degree holders attended a community college at some point in the Pacific region, but only 31 percent did in New England. Table 6 reports similar statistics by region of birth. People with a bachelor's degree who were born in the Pacific region are significantly more likely to attend community college (60 percent) or have an AD (24 percent) than people who were born in other regions. This is not surprising given that the Pacific region includes California, the state with the highest community college enrollment. Figure 1 presents a distribution of parental education. Consistent with other studies, I find that AD holders are much more likely to be firstgeneration college students than those who do not have an AD. They are also more likely to have parents with a level of education less than a college degree.
Next, I examine whether there are differences in educational choices between those who obtained an AD before enrolling in a four-year college and those who did not. Table 7 summarizes the types of four-year institutions that respondents attended. The Carnegie Foundation Classification of Institutions of Higher Education is used to categorize universities as Research Universities (I and II), Doctorate Granting (I and II), Master's Granting (I and II), Liberal Arts (I and II), and Associates of Art Colleges that include community colleges. 10 While direct comparison of the quality of education provided by different universities is difficult, traditionally research and doctorategranting universities are perceived as being more selective and having better resources than master'sgranting and liberal arts colleges. Table 7 shows that people with a prior AD were significantly less likely to attend Research I universities (18 percent vs. 26 percent) and slightly less likely to attend Doctorate-Granting universities (6 percent vs. 7 percent). On the other hand, a much higher proportion attended Master'sGranting universities (36 percent vs. 27 percent). It also seems that people with a prior AD were much less likely to attend more selective Liberal Arts I colleges than their counterparts (1 percent vs. 6 percent). To sum up, it appears that AD recipients attended less-selective (and perhaps less-expensive) institutions for their bachelor's studies. Figure 2 shows that students with an AD are also more likely to be enrolled in public colleges than students who do not have an AD and less likely to attend private colleges. Are there differences in major fields of study between the two groups? One of the main objectives of community colleges is to prepare students for four-year college studies. Do students who have taken classes at a community college choose different fields of study than students who did not go to community college before attending a four-year institution?
Fortunately, NSCG data provide detailed information on respondents' degree majors. As shown in Table 8 , fewer people with an AD major in sciences and engineering than people with no AD. Instead, people with an AD are more likely to major in health, technology, and management than their counterparts. Preference for the health and technology fields is expected, given that community colleges often focus more on these disciplines. It is somewhat surprising that so many more AD holders choose to major in management than people without an AD (22 percent vs. 17 percent).
Interestingly, there is little difference in gender distribution across major fields of study between the two groups (Table 9 ). There are some exceptions, however. More women with ADs choose to major in computer and information sciences, economics, aerospace engineering, chemical engineering, and marketing than women without an AD; and more men with ADs choose to major in mathematics and statistics, agriculture, environmental and earth sciences, sociology, and industrial engineering than men without an AD. It is hard to know whether this is a result of stu- Highest Degree Attained dents' exposure to some subjects before entering a four-year institution or other effects on some students' choice of a major field of study. Not surprisingly, AD holders are older on average when they obtain a bachelor's degree. Their mean age is 29.5 years, compared with the mean age of 26.2 years of those who obtain a bachelor's degree without an AD (Table 10) .
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Almost 70 percent of bachelor's degree holders with an AD do not continue their education beyond their first bachelor's degree. This contrasts with the fewer than 60 percent of their counterparts without an AD (Figure 3) . A higher proportion of people with no AD go on to receive a master's degree, a doctorate, or a professional degree (e.g., J.D. or M.D.) (Figure 4) . Table 11 shows that, for those who continued beyond a bachelor's degree, it took slightly less time on average to obtain a master's or a professional degree if a person had an AD but longer to finish a Ph.D. program. Table 12 presents another way to compare the highest education levels of people with and without an AD. Among people with only a bachelor's degree, about 21 percent have a prior AD. Among those who received a master's degree, only 14.3 percent have an AD. The proportion of people with an AD is even smaller among those with a doctorate or a professional degree (5.8 and 9.5 percent, respectively).
LONG-TERM LABOR MARKET OUTCOMES
This section compares labor market outcomes of people with an AD who proceeded to receive a bachelor's degree or higher and the labor market outcomes of their counterparts with no AD. In particular, it concentrates on one measure of labor market outcome-annual salary.
This analysis considers only individuals of prime age (23 to 55 years old) who are employed. Since salaries are top-coded in the NSCG dataset, those above the 95th percentile of salary distribution are omitted from the sample, as are those Years from bachelor's degree to professional degree below the 5th percentile, to maintain distribution symmetry. Thus, individuals who earn less than $10,000 or more than $150,000 per year are not included. Table 13 shows the average annual salary by education level for the full sample and then separately for individuals with and without an AD. As expected and well documented in many other studies, people with a higher level of education have, on average, higher earnings. Bachelor's degree holders earn $54,126 per year; people with master's degrees earn $60,676 per year; people with a doctorate earn $70,711 per year, and people with professional degrees earn $78,705 per year, on average. Remarkably, annual salaries for individuals with an AD differ from those without an AD for all education levels. Regardless of the highest degree, people who started their postsecondary education with an AD earn less on average than those who started at a four-year college. The difference is particularly large for those with a doctorate or a professional degree.
A regression analysis can be used to better understand this phenomenon. In particular, I estimate the following equation:
where S is an individual's annual salary in dollars, X is a vector of various characteristics that will be defined shortly, and I AD is an indicator of whether a person has an AD, in which case it is equal to 1; otherwise, it is 0. The goal is to compare individuals with the same characteristics X but different values of an indicator I AD , 0 or 1. The question is how an AD affects one's salary. Relevant characteristics include age, gender, race, major field of study, and highest degree attained.
The estimation results of the above equation are reported in Table 14 annual salary of blacks is $4,943 lower on average than that of comparable whites. The corresponding difference for Hispanics is $5,769, and it is $2,559 for Asians. These facts are well documented in the economics literature. The most striking finding, however, is that even when other factors are controlled, people with an AD earn $3,854 less per year than their counterparts with no AD. All coefficients are statistically significant at a 5 percent level or better. The same equation is also estimated separately for each education-level group: bachelor's degree, master's degree, doctoral degree, and professional degree. Panels B through E of Table 14 show the results of the estimations. The same pattern is observed for each education-level group: Older workers earn more; women and minorities earn less. More importantly, those who earn an AD and then a more-advanced degree have lower earnings than those who earn a bachelor's degree or higher but no AD. For example, bachelor's degree holders earn $3,621 less per year when they have a prior AD. Strikingly, earning gaps are observed even for those community college students who receive a doctorate or a professional degree. Their salaries are $9,565 and $9,423 lower, respectively, than salaries of their counterparts who started at a traditional four-year college.
One possible explanation for the salary disparity is that the quality of education differs for the two groups. For example, labor markets might assign an additional premium for a degree from an elite college. Controls were included for the type of institution awarding a bachelor's degree to test this possibility. Results remain virtually unchanged, which allows rejection of this explanation. 11 One might also be concerned that when we compare people of the same age with and without an AD, we in fact compare people with different levels of experience. People who start at a community college take longer, on average, to graduate with a bachelor's degree, so they have less work experience after receiving a bachelor's degree. It could be argued, however, that these people are accumulating work experience while in school if they study part-time and continue to work. Still, to check the robustness of the results, I replaced the age variable in the analysis with the experience variable. "Experience" is defined as the number of years from the time a person received the highest degree until the time of the survey. It is assumed that a person has been working continuously.
The results that control for work experience are presented in Table 15 , panels A through E. When work experience is measured more carefully, the estimated negative effect of having an AD is somewhat smaller. Overall, people with an AD earn $2,426 less per year than people with the same highest degree who have no AD. The earnings gap is smaller for bachelor's and master's degree holders ($2,269 and $2,117, respectively) and larger for people with doctorates and professional degrees ($6,884 and $7,768, respectively) . Note that gender and race effects remain almost unchanged compared with Table 14 , panels A through E.
Why does the observed salary gap persist between people with and without a prior AD even among the highly educated? Data available from the NSCG survey are not sufficient to answer this question. An important caveat of the above analysis is the lack of ability and school performance measures and data on family characteristics, such as family income. One hypothesis is that because community college students are more likely to come from families with lower incomes and education, they are also more likely to attend lower-performing elementary and secondary schools. It is possible that they fall far behind even before entering the postsecondary education system. The results seem to suggest that this disadvantage affects educational and labor market outcomes throughout their lives-as a group they never catch up with their peers.
CONCLUSION
Community colleges play a significant role in U.S. higher education, enrolling 46 percent of current U.S. undergraduates. They offer the opportunity to receive a postsecondary education to many students who would not attend college otherwise: first-generation college students, students from low-income families, and older students who continue to work as they attend classes part-time. Attending a community college even without completing a degree results in economic payoffs-in particular, annual earnings increase by 5 to 8 percent for each year of community college education-and better job opportunities. Today, the number of U.S. undergraduates is at an all-time high as more people understand the necessity of higher education in our technologyintensive world. In addition, historically, college enrollments in general increase during economic downturns. Community colleges are important in helping to absorb this increasing number of students. Currently, community colleges have additional appeal because tuition and fees at fouryear colleges continue to increase while financial aid and student loans are harder to obtain.
Despite all the benefits of community colleges, there are downsides as well. The original goal of community colleges was to prepare students to transfer to four-year colleges. Associate's degree programs were intended to accomplish that goal. However, only about 29 percent of community college students transfer to four-year institutions, and only about 16 percent eventually receive a bachelor's degree or higher. Even among those who start their postsecondary education intending to receive a bachelor's degree, only 26 percent accomplish it. They are also much less likely to pursue postgraduate studies.
In addition, the salary gap persists between those with a bachelor's degree or higher and a prior AD and similar individuals without an AD, even among the highly educated. This gap remains even for people of the same gender, race, education, experience level, field of study, and type of college they attended.
Still, for many students, community colleges offer the best chance to obtain a college education. It is important, however, for individuals to know both the benefits and the disadvantages of attending a community college when making decisions about higher education. This paper attempts to present a comprehensive overview of how community colleges improve the economic mobility of a significant subset of the U.S. population. A better understanding of all aspects of this complicated subject should be an important priority for researchers and policymakers. 
APPENDIX B

Category Definitions of Carnegie Foundation Classification of Institutions of Higher Education
The 1994 Carnegie Classification includes all colleges and universities in the United States that are degree-granting and accredited by an agency recognized by the U.S. Secretary of Education.
Research Universities I: These institutions offer a full range of baccalaureate programs, are committed to graduate education through the doctorate, and give high priority to research. They award 50 or more doctoral degrees 1 each year. In addition, they receive annually $40 million or more in federal support. 2
Research Universities II: These institutions offer a full range of baccalaureate programs, are committed to graduate education through the doctorate, and give high priority to research. They award 50 or more doctoral degrees 1 each year. In addition, they receive annually between $15.5 million and $40 million in federal support. 2 Doctoral Universities I: These institutions offer a full range of baccalaureate programs and are committed to graduate education through the doctorate. They award at least 40 doctoral degrees 1 annually in five or more disciplines. 3 Doctoral Universities II: These institutions offer a full range of baccalaureate programs and are committed to graduate education through the doctorate. They award annually at least 10 doctoral degrees-in three or more disciplines-or 20 or more doctoral degrees in one or more disciplines. 3
Master's (Comprehensive) Universities and Colleges I: These institutions offer a full range of baccalaureate programs and are committed to graduate education through the master's degree. They award 40 or more master's degrees annually in three or more disciplines. 3
Master's (Comprehensive) Universities and Colleges II: These institutions offer a full range of baccalaureate programs and are committed to graduate education through the master's degree. They award 20 or more master's degrees annually in one or more disciplines. 3
Baccalaureate (Liberal Arts) Colleges I: These institutions are primarily undergraduate colleges with major emphasis on baccalaureate degree programs. They award 40 percent or more of their baccalaureate degrees in liberal arts fields 4 and are restrictive in admissions.
Baccalaureate Colleges II: These institutions are primarily undergraduate colleges with major emphasis on baccalaureate degree programs. They award less than 40 percent of their baccalaureate degrees in liberal arts fields 4 or are less restrictive in admissions.
